The characterisation of the 1950s as a 'lost decade' captures the perception of the decade as lost within the dominant post-war discourse of Vergangenheitsbewältigung, as well as alluding to its subsequent loss caused by this perception. However, the 1950s are worth being recuperated beyond their recent nostalgic revival in popular culture. This article aims to explore some of the problematic aspects of the discourse on the 1950s and, by means of an exemplary reading of a Heimatfilm, to contribute towards a more profound understanding of this decade. The reading will be based on a phenomenological approach to cinematic representation, showing how popular films have implemented and appropriated history in their narratives and thereby participated in people's dealing with the present and the past.
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The debate that developed around the Sissi-trilogy is symptomatic of the reaction to popular culture in the 1950s and is the result of the concurrence of two prevalent discourses within the humanities, the discourse of Vergangenheitsbewältigung on the one hand, and the discourse about film-as-art, with its origins in the 1920s, 4 on the other. They converged and were amalgamated to form a picture of the fifties as a conservative and restorative era during which the Germans suppressed their past and escaped into the colourful world of consumerism provided by the economic miracle. Both discourses were of paramount significance immediately after the defeat of the Third Reich. Whilst Vergangenheitsbewältigung set the standards for coping with the past, the discourse on film tried to re-establish film's standing which was tainted more than that of any other medium because of the role it played in Goebbels' propaganda machinery and the obvious continuity in the film business after the war. Within this discourse on film, the simple fact that a film was successful, that it appealed to the masses, was suspect. The cause for this mistrust appears to lie in the underlying assumption that the audience craves for delusion within which it can lose itself whilst an art film does not provide such delusion: for, by means of a self-reflexive deployment of film's medium specific devices, an art film is thought to inspire an equally self-reflexive attitude in the viewer's mind. In contrast, films such as Sissi (or, for that matter, the entire Heimatfilm genre) followed the conventional narrative paradigm of the classical Hollywood era, in which the medium specific techniques (lighting, camera etc.) were subservient to the exigencies of the realist narrative. The techniques vanish behind the story in order to create a realistic narrative space -or, in the vernacular of the film critics: an illusion. Such a discourse evidently ties in effortlessly with the view on the fifties as an escapist decade: mastering the past amounts in this context to a normative discourse guided by very specific ideas of how this mastering was to manifest itself, namely in a selfconscious reflective coping with the atrocities the Germans had committed as a collective. The apparent lack of such an attitude was therefore interpreted as a mere avoidance strategy indicative of repressed guilt or as the consequence of a childlike behaviour, which was also identified as the cause of the Germans' susceptibility to National Socialism. 5 Other ways in which the past was possibly dealt with remained neglected in and by this discourse. When appraised more closely, though, the seemingly all explanatory notion of 'escapism' falls short of acknowledging that films such as Sissi, and other examples of the genre, were a means of dealing with the present and the past. In fact, the way in which those films addressed past and present contributed towards a German cultural memory and should therefore not be neglected. 6 Both discourses are more concerned with an ideal, with how things should have been rather than with how they really were.
These discourses tacitly presupposed a rigid distinction between 'fiction' and an objective, given 'reality' as the backdrop against which this kind of film was read.
In contrast, the approach proposed in this article will give a new perspective on those films on the grounds of an experience-based notion of reality; that is the subjective reality by which the experienced world is constituted: 'Whether as a victor or as the one defeated, deep down at the level of individual fears and private concerns, history was experienced as private.'
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On the level of the everyday, historical events are grasped in terms of private experience. This experience is constructed in concentric circles of 'Care' 8 around the individual. History per se is perceived as lying beyond the scope of these circles whilst conventional narrative in fiction film adopts and implements it within the sphere of these circles. In this paper, I suggest a way of reading Sissi which avoids imposing moral categories on matters of entertainment 9 and, instead, considers conventionalised narrative as a common device to reconstruct history from a private perspective by appropriating it to these familiar narrative patterns. Since the audience's expectations shape the perception of films, especially of genre films, 10 realism in the cinema depends primarily on how the audience conceives of reality.
Therefore, it seems helpful to describe reality as experienced 'reality' and to understand it as an effort to align already existing narratives and iconographies with as yet unnarrativised experience. 11 As opposed to documentaries, fiction films can be described as an attempt to construct a narrative by means of which history is made tangible in terms of personal experience.
Sissi, and the Heimatfilm in general, could be considered as an alignment of Hollywood's narrative conventions 12 and iconographies with this specific historical moment that could not yet be grasped. Realism in those films, hence, depends neither on a naturalist setting nor on a story of common people, since 'commonness' is rather created by the way in which the story is told, and thus relies on the discours or plot (rather than the story or histoire). Reviews have praised Romy Schneider enthusiastically for 'incorporating, despite her historical costumes and the sentimentality which such films bring along, a modern girl.' 13 The possibility of relating to the character despite not because of all the fiction surrounding her appears to be crucial for the film's appeal. This also shows that films and their extended discourses (advertisement, reviews, columns, etc.) enter into a reciprocal relationship with the audience and reveal the perceptual framework that shapes the spectator's expectation.
In the following analysis I will focus on the first and second film of the trilogy only. the Nazi state and its agents could be depicted as abnormal and monstrous, evoking some (pleasurable) shiver when exhibited at the Nuremberg and Frankfurt trials, whereas questions about one's own role in the system remained within the boundaries of private experience.
The narrative structure further substantiates this transformation of history. The discourse underlying the first film demonstrates the fundamental structure on which a 'timeless' story is based: an unpredictable fate is inflicted upon a genuine heroine.
This structure is an essential feature not only in conventional film narration but also reflects the way in which history is appropriated to people's everyday perception. It shows how history is experienced as being beyond the scope of the individual and its narrative 'privatisation' is structured according to this experience. 16 Consequently, it is depicted as a fate-like power (as a force beyond human control) which imposes upon a character whose attempts to come to terms with his or her fate constitutes the plot. As has been argued above, 'reality' is not necessarily guided by a 'naturalistic' setting but, rather, by the way in which a story is told from the perspective of a single (or of several) protagonist(s). The historical dimension represented in the Sissi trilogy is structured according to these rules. A number of causes (political situation, mothers' marriage scheme, accidental encounter, love) are condensed until they form an impenetrable, fate-like nexus that happens to impose upon the normal girl Sissi.
The consistency of her character and her actions is therefore at the centre of narrative realism. If we think of the original telling situations, we can imagine that a story is only told when it is relevant to the listeners. It is only relevant when the experience told is somehow transferable to the listener. This relevance is achieved by translating an abstract morale into the experience of a single character. The film's 'timeless' story and its concomitant analogy to the actual political situation lend it a highly realistic potential. The reviews of these films testify to the importance of the discourse of authenticity for the creation of 'normality' and substantiate the reciprocal relationship between on-and off-screen reality: Romy Schneider (who was only 17 years old at the time) was celebrated as an 'original talent', as 'completely natural and unpretentious' and it was said that one never senses 'that she actually plays her role.'
As the quotation cited above suggests, she was seen as 'incorporating, despite her historical costumes and the sentimentality which such films bring along, a modern girl.' In the same vein, her fame was depicted as a burden which hardly left any space for personal freedom -a representation of Romy Schneider's biography that accorded with the character she played on screen. I am not referring to the amnesty. An amnesty cannot give back their lives to the executed and happiness to the haunted families. But a heart that beats for a nation can make good for everything. And it is this love I want to thank your Majesty for. 18 Hence, it is not the actual political act but just the fact 'that a heart beats for a nation' that can achieve reconciliation. It is actually Sissi who, simply through her authentic nature, reconciles the two empires. Politics is actually replaced by empathic emotion and personality. Consequently, the Hungarian deputy utters: 'Finally, a human being in this palace.'
This turn to the private is an intrinsic quality of the narrative itself.
Privatisation, after all, is the depiction of human action on the basis of psychologisation, which makes the action comprehensible within a framework of everyday experience. Since heroic action was objectionable in the 1950s and it was no longer acceptable to die for 'King and Country', the motives for the action had to be backed up by the authenticity of the main character. The grandiose set-up of Sissi's naturalness consequently appears as a necessary device for an action that could not get its legitimisation from its commitment to a 'good cause'.
Again, the parallels to the reality of the 1950s and how it was experienced are numerous. The Nazi state was retrospectively perceived as a degeneration of the previous political and economic system. Or it was seen as the incarnation of an inhuman system, a view in which the crimes committed by the regime were somehow was -to the dismay of many film scholars -an incredible success in Germany. 19 It was this series that eventually gave a name to a hitherto unexpressed and, hence, inaccessible crime; a name and a story that enabled people -survivors as well as members of the perpetrator nation -to refer to this historical event from the graspable perspectives of 'normal people'.
Returning, in conclusion, to the films discussed in this article, one could say that the end of the second film confronts us, in a distilled form, with all the different motifs discussed in this paper: the long close-up of Sissi's face, in focusing, once more, on her natural character, stresses her genuineness and thereby ascribes the happy outcome to her personality. The close-up is a final summary of the narrative structure: the story begins and ends with the protagonist and only distances spatially from her when narrative exigencies make it necessary. At the end of the film, everything comes back to her. Thereby, the denouement emphasises the triumph of humanity and turns into a plea for human values, since it is Sissi's natural, friendly behaviour that achieved the reconciliation between two nations, and not the male strategy of war or politics. This way of reinstating political agency also affects the way in which history is told. It transfers the historical narrative to the stories of 'common men' by retelling the historical narrative through the lens of the 'common man' who could not change the larger course of events but, in remaining faithful to human values, undertook little acts of resistance. History is no longer modelled according to a master narrative dominated by actions and events, arranged in a chronicle. It is no longer a male history of great men and action, but it is a prismatic history of small acts and little stories, assignable to the feminine sphere of action. The films thereby reflect on an ongoing discourse since the early post-war years: the rediscovery of humanness which was played off against the reigning politics. 
